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Building on Culpeper (1996) and Culpeper et al. (2003), I first propose a
new definition of impoliteness and general revisions to my model of impo-
liteness, both derived from data analyses. Given that my particular data in
this paper, The Weakest Link, is a television entertainment quiz show, I
will briefly account for why impoliteness might be entertaining. As a back-
drop to my micro-analyses of interactions, I discuss the nature of “exploita-
tive” chat and game shows, and I examine the structure of The Weakest
Link and how it maximizes the potential for face-damage. In my analyses,
I show the formulaic and creative nature of parts of the discourse, and also
how analyzing prosody is key to understanding the impoliteness. I pay
special attention to “off-record impoliteness”, sarcasm and mimicry, and I
integrate into my model Spencer-Oatey’s (2002) revisions of Brown and
Levinson’s (1987) concepts of negative and positive face. Finally, referring
to Levinson’s (1992) “activity types”, I consider whether the context of
the quiz show “neutralizes” the “impoliteness”. I argue that the salience of
“impolite” signals engulf the context, with the result that targets often take
offense in contexts where they theoretically should not.
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1. Introduction
The Weakest Link was launched on the U.K.’s BBC2 in 2000 with 68
daily episodes. It was hugely successful, resulting in a second series of
90 episodes for daytime and 21 shows for primetime television. This quiz
show appears to have evolved from standard quiz shows in a way that
is analogous to developments in chat shows. It is an “exploitative” show,
designed to humiliate contestants, not to support or celebrate them as is
often the case in standard shows. As such, it offers excellent data for
extending and refining my research on “impoliteness”  a key aim of
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this paper. The first section of this paper clarifies what is meant by impo-
liteness, proposing a new definition, and the second section introduces
my model of impoliteness, examining further the notion of sarcasm and
proposing a new category of “off-record impoliteness”. I also suggest
that Spencer-Oatey’s (2002) refinement of Brown and Levinson’s notions
of positive and negative face should be adopted. These revisions are all
data-driven: as I will show, they are needed in order to offer an adequate
but parsimonious account of my data.
The fact that The Weakest Link is clearly an entertainment show  a
media construct  is significant. Amongst other things, I will need to
explain why impoliteness might be entertaining, something which I have
already undertaken for another genre, the fictional film (Culpeper 1998).
Some of my previous publications in the area of impoliteness did not
pay adequate attention to the context. Consequently, before my micro-
analyses of interactions in The Weakest Link, I will elaborate on the
nature of “exploitative” chat and game shows; the structure of The
Weakest Link and how it maximizes the potential for face-damage; and,
briefly, the persona which the host, Anne Robinson, has created for the
show. I will focus again on context at the end of the paper, in order to
address the issue of whether the context of the quiz show “sanctions” or
“neutralizes” the “impoliteness”. The heart of this paper contains micro-
analyses of interactions within The Weakest Link. The first analyses, in
particular, show the formulaic and creative nature of parts of the dis-
course. The remaining analyses pay special attention to prosody, some-
thing which other researchers typically overlook. They give truth to the
frequent observation made by people who have been offended that it
was not what was said but how it was said.
2. The notion of impoliteness
The phenomenon of impoliteness is to do with how offense is communi-
cated and taken. My first task in this section will be to delimit and define
impoliteness more precisely, and my second will be to point out a
number of areas where further research is needed.
I begin by proposing four things which impoliteness is not:
(1) Impoliteness is not incidental face-threat. As Goffman (1967: 14)
puts it, “[t]here are incidental offences; these arise as an unplanned
but sometimes anticipated by-product of action  action the of-
fender performs in spite of its offensive consequences, though not
out of spite”1. The key point here is that they are not performed
“out of spite”. Tutors, for example, regularly give students critical
comments which may have potentially offensive consequences, but
Impoliteness and The Weakest Link 37
this is a by-product of helping the students to improve, not the pri-
mary goal. The tutor is not (usually!) seeking to offend the student.
Incidental face-threat is at the heart of politeness theories. Tutors
typically do politeness work, in order to counter those potential of-
fensive consequences.
(2) Impoliteness is not unintentional. Again, this can be related to Goff-
man (1967: 14), when he points out that the offending person “may
appear to have acted innocently; his [sic] offence seems to be unin-
tended and unwitting […]. In our society one calls such threats to
face faux pas, gaffes, boners or bricks”. A sub-type here is “failed
politeness”. For example, an interactant might misjudge how much
politeness work is required in a particular situation and thus cause
offense (e. g., not appreciating the extraordinary lengths somebody
went to in procuring a particular gift, and thereby giving insufficient
thanks from the giver’s point of view).
(3) Impoliteness is not banter. Drawing upon Leech (1983), I suggested
in my earlier paper (1996) that we should distinguish “mock impo-
liteness” from “genuine impoliteness”. Banter or mock impoliteness
remains on the surface, because it is understood in particular
contexts not to be true. Ritualized banter (or “sounding”, “playing
the dozens”) has, of course, been the subject of some of Labov’s
(1972) famous work.
(4) Impoliteness is not bald on record (BOR) politeness. As elaborated
in Culpeper et al. (2003), Brown and Levinson’s (1987: 69) definition
of BOR politeness states that it is direct (complies with Grice) and
occurs in specific contexts: emergency situations, when the face-
threat is very small, and when the speaker has great power. However,
the vast majority of instances of what I would call “impoliteness”
fail to fit the definition of BOR. As an example of BOR politeness,
Thomas (1995: 171) cites Tam Dalyell’s reference to Margaret
Thatcher (then Prime Minister) in the British House of Commons:
“I say that she is a bounder, a liar, a deceiver, a crook”. The repeti-
tion clearly flouts the maxim of manner, whereby Dalyell implicates
the impolite belief that Thatcher is extremely dishonest. Thus, it nei-
ther complies with Grice (1975) nor fits the specific contexts for
BOR.
So what is impoliteness? In my most recent work on impoliteness (2003),
a collaboration with Derek Bousfield and Anne Wichmann, attention
was drawn to a number of deficits in the original politeness model I
proposed in 1996. We emphasized the need to go beyond the single
speaker’s utterance, lexically and grammatically defined. However, my
original definition of impoliteness was not revised, simply restated in a
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slightly more succinct form as: “communicative strategies designed to
attack face, and thereby cause social conflict and disharmony” (Culpeper
et al. 2003: 1546. Reference was also made to similar definitions in the
literature: Kienpointner 1997: 259260; Beebe, 1995: 159). One problem
with this original definition is the assumption that face-attack will “cause
social conflict and disharmony”. This element of the definition had
evolved by way of contrast to how researchers had defined politeness,
for example: [The role of the Politeness Principle is] “to maintain the
social equilibrium and the friendly relations which enable us to assume
that our interlocutors are being cooperative in the first place” (Leech
1983: 82). But there are two problems here: it is not clear what this social
conflict and disharmony consists of, and it is not a necessary condition
of impoliteness having taken place. In fact, looking ahead to our discus-
sion of The Weakest Link, it is not at all clear in what sense there is
social conflict and disharmony here. Moreover, the definition fails to
take adequately into account what the hearer is doing. This speaker bias
is another legacy from politeness work, particularly that of Brown and
Levinson (1987).
A better definition is proposed by Tracy and Tracy: “we define face-
attacks as communicative acts perceived by members of a social com-
munity (and often intended by speakers) to be purposefully offensive”
(1998: 227). Like me, the authors also refer to Goffman (1967), who
relates such face-threat to cases where “the offending person may appear
to have acted maliciously and spitefully, with the intention of causing
open insult” (Goffman, 1967: 14). However, their definition still needs
some unpacking (e. g., in what ways might these attacks be unintended?),
and the roles of the speaker and hearer are not very transparent. I thus
propose a revised definition:
Impoliteness comes about when: (1) the speaker communicates face-
attack intentionally, or (2) the hearer perceives and/or constructs be-
havior as intentionally face-attacking, or a combination of (1) and (2).
The key aspect of this definition is that it makes clear that impoliteness,
as indeed politeness, is constructed in the interaction between speaker
and hearer. Perhaps the prototypical instance of impoliteness involves
both (1) and (2), the speaker communicating face-attack intentionally
and the hearer perceiving/constructing it as such. For example, a poten-
tially impolite act such as an interruption may seem just to involve activ-
ity on the part of the speaker, but, as Bilmes (1997) convincingly argues,
interruptions are a reciprocal activity, involving both “doing interrupt-
ing” and “doing being interrupted” (1997: 514550). “Doing being in-
terrupted” involves the communication of disruptive intents to the in-
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terrupter through overt protests, ignoring or “interruption displays” 
“a show of insistence and/or annoyance” by “facial expressions, gestures,
grammatical devices, repetition, and raised voice” (1997: 518520).
However, other permutations of (1) and (2) are possible. Face-attack
may be intentionally communicated but fail to find its mark in any way,
or, conversely, the hearer may perceive or construct intentional face-
attack on the part of the speaker, when none was intended. Consider
this example of the latter:
[Context: An extended family is eating a meal at a Pizza Hut. There
is a tense relationship between participants A and B.]
A: Pass me a piece of garlic bread, will you?
B: That’ll be 50p
[A opens purse and proceeds to give B 50p]
In this context, B’s request for payment was intended as a joke  as
banter. A, however, reconstructs it as a genuinely impolite act, thereby,
attacking B herself by constructing him as mean. This particular strategy
is, in fact, one that occurs elsewhere in my data collection.
Two other aspects of my definition are noteworthy. Firstly, the notion
of intention is of central importance, and it will be clear from my discus-
sion of what impoliteness is not and also my references to Goffman why
this is so (i. e., it helps us exclude by-product, accidental and mock types
of face-threat). This can be related to Grice’s distinction between “natu-
ral meaning” and “non-natural meaning”: for an utterance to have non-
natural meaning it must not merely have been uttered “with the intention
of inducing a certain belief but also the utterer must have intended the
“audience” to recognize the intention behind the utterance” (Grice [1957]
1989: 217). Impoliteness, then, has two layers: the offensive information
being expressed by the utterance and the information that that informa-
tion is being expressed intentionally2. Of course, recognizing intentions
is highly problematic: they have to be inferred in communication. A
corollary of this is that recognizing categories like “by-product”, “acci-
dental” and “mock” is a matter of inferencing not just signaling. Sec-
ondly, it will be clear that I am not abandoning the concept of “face”,
despite criticisms in the literature, particularly with regard to Brown and
Levinson’s notion of negative face having a “Western” bias in focusing
on individual autonomy (e. g., Matsumoto 1988; Gu 1990; for a more
general critique of “face”, see Bargiela-Chiappini 2003). Impoliteness
concerns offense, and face, in my view, still represents the best way of
understanding offense. Of course, face should be more adequately con-
ceptualized and contextually sensitive. Helen Spencer-Oatey (e. g., 2002)
is one of the few researchers to get out of the armchair and propose
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Table 1. Revising the notion of face: Components of “rapport management” (Spencer-
Oatey 2002: 5402)3.
Face Quality face: “We have a fundamental de-
(defined with reference to Goffman sire for people to evaluate us positively in
(1972: 5): “the positive social value in terms of our personal qualities, e. g., our
a person effectively claims for himself confidence, abilities, appearance etc.”
[sic] by the line others assume he has
Social identity face: “We have a fundamen-taken during a particular contact”
tal desire for people to acknowledge and up-[Spencer-Oatey’s emphasis])
hold our social identities or roles, e. g., as
group leader, valued customer, close
friend.”
Sociality rights Equity rights: “We have a fundamental be-
(defined as “fundamental personal/so- lief that we are entitled to personal con-
cial entitlements that a person effec- sideration from others, so that we are
tively claims for him/herself in his/her treated fairly, that we are not unduly im-
interactions with others” [Spencer- posed upon or unfairly ordered about, that
Oatey’s emphasis]) we are not taken advantage of or exploited,
and that we receive the benefits to which we
are entitled.”
Association rights: “We have a fundamental
belief that we are entitled to association
with others that is in keeping with the type
of relationship that we have with them.”
definitions based on solid empirical work. Space precludes a full outline
of her proposals, but I offer a brief summary in Table 1.
The notion of face is split into two components. Quality face is clearly
present in Brown and Levinson’s (1987) notion of positive face, and
there are hints of social identity face. Spencer-Oatey explicitly splits two
very different components: the former being an individual or personal
aspect, and the latter being a matter of one’s identity in the group. Al-
ready, one can see how we are moving away from Brown and Levinson’s
(1987) emphasis on individual autonomy. Interestingly, “sociality rights”
are not considered face issues, “in that an infringement of sociality rights
may simply lead to annoyance or irritation, rather than to a sense of
face-threat or loss (although it is possible, of course, that both will oc-
cur)” (Spencer-Oatey 2002: 541). Brown and Levinson’s (1987) notion of
negative face overlaps primarily with the notion of equity rights, in as
far as they relate to matters of imposition and costs/benefits, but it also
overlaps to a degree with association rights. I will refer to all these com-
ponents in my analyses of impoliteness in The Weakest Link, but the
most relevant components are Quality face (e. g., attacks on the inad-
equacy of the contestant in answering the questions) and Social Identity
face (e. g., attacks on the contestant’s regional accent and job).
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3. A model of impoliteness
In my work, I refrain from referring to an impoliteness “theory”. In so
far as theories have predictive power, the model of impoliteness I have
been developing is not yet a theory. Two areas in particular need atten-
tion. Firstly, impoliteness is not inherent in particular linguistic and non-
linguistic signals. The same argument for politeness is made repeatedly
by Watts (2003). This is not to refute the fact that some linguistic items
are very heavily biased towards an impolite interpretation (one has to
work quite hard to imagine contexts in which “you fucking cunt” would
not be considered impolite). Nevertheless, this instability means that im-
politeness comes about in the interaction between linguistic and non-
linguistic signals and the context, and so context must be fully factored
in. Some work on the co-text was undertaken in Culpeper et al. (2003),
but we still know little about the effect of particular social relations (e. g.,
power) and of the activity type in which the impoliteness takes place.
This paper has as one of its aims an examination of a particular genre
or activity type. Secondly, descriptions of politeness and impoliteness
tend to over-emphasize lexical and grammatical resources, and hence
they have a limited view of the communicative signal. Work on prosody
undertaken in Culpeper et al. (2003) by Anne Wichmann made a start
in improving this situation. A particular aim of the present study is to
emphasize the importance of prosody in descriptions of impoliteness,
and in The Weakest Link in particular.
It is appropriate at this point to re-state my impoliteness model in
brief, because I will refer to it in this paper and because I wish to develop
it further.
Bald on record impoliteness: the FTA is performed in a direct, clear,
unambiguous and concise way in circumstances where face is not irrel-
evant or minimized.
Positive impoliteness: the use of strategies designed to damage the ad-
dressee’s positive face wants, e. g., ignore the other, exclude the other
from an activity, be disinterested, unconcerned, unsympathetic, use
inappropriate identity markers, use obscure or secretive language, seek
disagreement, use taboo words, call the other names.
Negative impoliteness: the use of strategies designed to damage the
addressee’s negative face wants, e. g., frighten, condescend, scorn or
ridicule, be contemptuous, do not treat the other seriously, belittle the
other, invade the other’s space (literally or metaphorically), explicitly
associate the other with a negative aspect (personalize, use the pro-
nouns “I” and “You”), put the other’ s indebtedness on record.
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Sarcasm or mock politeness: the FTA is performed with the use of
politeness strategies that are obviously insincere, and thus remain sur-
face realisations.
Withhold politeness: the absence of politeness work where it would be
expected. For example, failing to thank somebody for a present may
be taken as deliberate impoliteness.
(summarized from Culpeper 1996: 3567)
One conclusion of Culpeper et al. (2003) is that these “super strategies”
rarely occur singularly but are more often mixed (contrary to what
Brown and Levinson claim for politeness). Moreover, it is often the case
that orientation to one kind of face may have implications for another.
Thus, an interruption may, in specific contexts, attack negative face by
impeding someone, but it may also imply that the interuptee’s opinion
was not valued  a positive face issue4. Thus, there can be primary
effects for one type of face and secondary for another. Moreover, as I
suggested in the last section, the superstrategies of positive and negative
impoliteness should be revised to fit Spencer-Oatey’s categorization of
face or “rapport management”, giving Quality Face impoliteness, Social
Identity Face impoliteness, Equity Rights impoliteness and Association
Rights impoliteness. It is to these categories that I will refer in my up-
coming analyses.
Each of the super strategies was originally modeled on a politeness
counterpart in Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness framework, with
one apparent exception  “sarcasm or mock politeness”  which is not
clearly the counterpart of off-record politeness. Sarcasm, inspired by
Leech’s (1983) conception of irony, is unlike the others in the sense that
it is a meta-strategy, using politeness for impoliteness. An illustration
from Leech is “DO` help yourse`lf (won’t you?)”, said to someone who is
greedily helping him/herself already. The polite assumption that the ad-
dressee is holding back from the feast until invited to tuck in is obviously
untrue, and so an opposite impolite assumption is implicated. Thus, po-
liteness is used for impoliteness. As Leech (1983: 142) points out, irony
is a “second-order principle”. But is there any sense in which sarcasm
might be the opposite of Brown and Levinson’s “off-record politeness”?
Let us start from another of Leech’s (1983: 80) examples, one showing
how Grice’s (1975) cooperative principle might be sacrificed in order to
uphold politeness:
A: We’ll all miss Bill and Agatha, won’t we?
B: Well, we’ll all miss BI˘LL.
B’s response fails to observe the maxim of quantity, suggesting the “im-
polite” implicature that Agatha will not be missed. Leech (1983: 81)
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remarks that this could have been made more cooperative (in Grice’s
sense) with the addition of “but not Agatha”, but that this would have
had consequence of making it more “impolite”. Such an example, of
course, fits Brown and Levinson’s (1987) understanding of off-record
politeness, since the “impolite” belief is conveyed indirectly by an impli-
cature and could be cancelled (e. g., denied). However, Leech (1983: 82)
later adds that examples such as this “can easily tip over into an ironic
interpretation”, and states that “[i]rony typically takes the form of being
too obviously polite for the occasion. This can happen if s overvalues
the PP [Politeness Principle] by blatantly breaking a maxim of the CP in
order to uphold the PP”. The maxim of quantity is fairly obviously
flouted in the above example. To further clarify the argument, consider
this example:
[Context: From the television program Pop Idol, hosted by Ant and
Dec. The aim of the show is to select the best contestant from numer-
ous would-be pop stars. This extract occurs in one of the later pro-
grams in a series, when the number of contestants is down to 10. It
occurs at the beginning of the program. The judges sit in front of the
studio audience and can hear all that is said.]
Ant: Our judges have been accused of being ill-informed, opinion-
ated and rude.
Dec: We’d like to set the record straight: our judges are not ill-in-
formed.
In some ways, this appears to fit the notion of off-record politeness. As
with the Bill and Agatha example, an “impolite” belief that they are
“opinionated and rude” is not stated  an ostensibly polite maneuver.
Moreover, setting “the record straight” raises expectations of a polite
defense. However, they very obviously fail to set the whole record
straight, thus flouting the maxim of quantity and generating the strong
implicature that the accusation that the judges are “opinionated and
rude” is true. The blatant way in which this happens would make it very
difficult for Ant and Dec to deny the implicature. In sum, what we have
here is insincere off-record politeness: it is not a genuine attempt to avoid
causing offense. As such, it falls within my category of sarcasm.
However, there is a further kind of off-recordness or indirectness that
is not covered by any of my categories. Consider the following example,
specifically, the emboldened part5:
[Context: From the film Scent of a Woman. Charlie (CH) is a student
at a prestigious private school, but he is not rich and is supported by
student aid. In order to make ends meet, rather than go home for
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Thanksgiving, he responds to an advertisement asking for somebody
to act as a carer for a blind relative  the Colonel (COL). The dia-
logue below occurs a few turns into their first encounter.]
COL: Simms Charles, senior. You on student aid, Simms?
CH: Ah, yes I am.
COL: For student aid read crook. Your father peddles car telephones
at a 300 % mark-up; your mother works on heavy commission
in a camera store, graduated to it from expresso machines.
Ha, ha! What are you ... dying of some wasting disease?
CH: No ... I’m right here.
This is not at all cooperative in Grice’s (1975) sense, and, as with off-
record politeness, the “impolite” belief is conveyed by implication. It is
a rhetorical question that implicates, via the maxim of quality, the impo-
lite belief that there is evidence that Charlie is dying of a wasting disease.
However, this is not like the sarcasm examples that have as one of their
defining features some claim, no matter how superficial, to be polite.
The Colonel’s utterance has no such claim. What we have here is the off-
record (in the sense that it flouts a maxim) expression of impoliteness. I
thus propose an additional category for my impoliteness model:
Off-record impoliteness: the FTA is performed by means of an implica-
ture but in such a way that one attributable intention clearly out-
weighs any others.
In the outline of the model above, this can take the place of sarcasm,
which can be separated out as distinct from the others, given its “meta-
strategic” nature. It is not to be forgotten that these more indirect forms
of impoliteness, such as off-record impoliteness, should not be consid-
ered any less impolite than more direct forms. In fact, I argued in Cul-
peper et al. (2003), with reference to Leech (1983: 171), that there are
theoretical grounds for believing it to work in the opposite direction,
namely, that more indirect forms of impoliteness are more offensive. I
shall illustrate off-record impoliteness further in my analyses of The
Weakest Link, particularly in section 5.2.
4. Impoliteness as entertainment
The Weakest Link, in common with all the television data that I have
collected for my impoliteness research, is designed for entertainment.
Even the “documentaries” (e. g., Red Caps, Clampers, Ramsey’s Boiling
Point), for example, do not present the latest scientific discovery, but
Impoliteness and The Weakest Link 45
heated confrontational interactions for entertainment. This begs the
question as to whether there is a link between impolite interactions and
entertainment. I would argue that this is indeed the case, and posit four
generic factors:
1. Intrinsic pleasure. As Myers puts it, discussing chat shows, “[s]ome-
thing is engaging about argument for its own sake.” (Myers 2001:
174). Importantly, he adds “[…] the thrill is in the potential for vio-
lence” (Myers 2001: 183). In other words, we don’t need actual fisti-
cuffs: the mere suggestion of fisticuffs can cause the thrill.
2. Voyeuristic pleasure. Again in relation to chat shows, researchers have
identified a voyeuristic aspect in the entertainment: “Daytime talk
shows now resemble stunt wrestling, stock car racing, or video games.
Colourful confrontationalism and quick, bruising skirmishes are the
rule.” (Paglia 1995, in Richardson and Meinhof 1999: 128); “[…]
these shows trade in the exploitation of human weakness for the sake
of voyeuristic pleasure.” (Richardson and Meinhof 1999: 132).
3. The audience is superior. “Superiority theories” (e. g., Bergson [1900]
1911), developed within humor theory, articulate the idea that there
is self-reflexive pleasure in observing someone in a worse state than
oneself. Although foreshadowed in Plato and Aristotle, most theorists
refer to Hobbes’ Leviathan ([1651] 1946: Part I, chapter 6):
Sudden glory, is a passion which maketh those grimaces called
LAUGHTER; and is caused either by some sudden act of their
own, that pleaseth them; or by the apprehension of some deformed
thing in another, by comparison whereof they suddenly applaud
themselves.
Superiority theories have been used to explain the “butts” of jokes.
There is a sense in which “exploitative” chat or quiz shows create
“butts” out of the contestants for the audience’s amusement.
4. The audience is safe. This factor can be seen as a sub-category of the
previous. Lucretius (De Rerum Natura, Book II, 14) states it thus:
It is pleasant, when on the great sea the winds are agitating the
waters,
to look from the land on another’s great struggle;
not because it is a delectable joy that anyone be distressed,
but because it is pleasant to see what ills you yourself are free
from6.
Compare, for example, witnessing an actual fight in a pub, in which
case you might feel insecure and wish to make hasty exit, with a pub
fight presented in a film.
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In addition to these four general factors, there may also be some more
specific factors. Literary genres thrive on conflict as a means of further-
ing the plot and characterization, and creating dramatic entertainment
(see Culpeper 1998). Humor often involves impoliteness (e. g., a joke at
someone’s expense). One aspect of The Weakest Link which I will exam-
ine is the relationship between verbal creativity and impoliteness for the
purposes of entertainment. Outside discussions of banter (e. g., Labov
1972), little attention has been given in the literature to socially negative
uses of verbal creativity7.
5. The new “exploitative” chat shows and quiz shows
In order to begin to understand the kind of genre or activity type consti-
tuted by The Weakest Link, we need to consider how this quiz show
relates to other quiz shows and to chat shows. Table 2 gives examples of
“standard” and “exploitative” chat shows and quiz shows.
Table 2. Examples of “standard” and “exploitative” chat and quiz shows.
“Standard” “Exploitative”
Chat Show The Michael Parkinson Show, The Mrs Merton Show, Dame
Wogan, Donahue Edna Experience, Jerry Springer
Quiz show University Challenge, Who The Weakest Link
Wants to be a Millionaire?
There are some general similarities between standard chat shows and
“exploitative” variants. They both have: an immediate audience, a re-
mote TV audience, a host, question-answer sequences and participants
are who are “ordinary” people (except celebrity show variants). Richard-
son and Meinhof propose that the following is a general difference: “A
condition of confrontation on screen is that subjects be allowed to talk
to one another rather than to the host/audience” (1999: 136). In fact,
this particular “general” difference only applies to the example of Jerry
Springer in Table 1. What truly separates the exploitative chat shows
from the standard shows is that they are all characterized by impolite-
ness. The standard chat shows generally treat guests and studio partici-
pants with a degree of deference. In fact, they are typically opportunities
for a celebration of the achievements of the guests, and are characterized
by lots of face-support. In contrast, exploitative chat shows seem more
intent on humiliating the “guests”. As Montgomery (1999: 105) points
out:
although the guests continue to be celebrities, they frequently are not
allowed the deference and the discursive space allowed in earlier
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shows. Dame Edna Everidge, who often humiliates her interviewees,
treating them more as victims than guests, is perhaps an extreme case
(see Tolson 1991); but something similar may be seen at play in The
Mrs Merton Show.
Exploitative shows have evolved through the subversion of the politeness
norms of the standard shows.
Quiz shows are a specific type of game show. Game shows and quiz
shows are based on a competition: identifying either a winner through
the elimination of participants from the game, or the amount of money
an individual is to be rewarded with. Quiz show competitions are consti-
tuted by “quiz questions”, i. e., questions designed to test whether the
participants know something. As with chat shows, the exploitative quiz
show, of which The Weakest Link is the most well-known in the UK,
has evolved against the backdrop of standard quiz shows, where there
are no sustained attempts to humiliate participants. However, to allow
greater scope for exploitation, the structure of standard quiz show has
undergone some changes. Quiz shows vary according to (amongst other
things) the amount and kind of “chat” that is allowed. The term “chat”
is used by Tolson (1991: 179) to refer to:
a clear shift of register within the program format where it occurs,
such that the primary business of the format is temporarily delayed
or suspended. Thus in the context of the game show, chat between
participants delays the actual playing of the game (a prime example
would be Blankety Blank [the celebrity quiz show]).
Furthermore, Tolson (1991: 180) identifies three features of chat: (1) top-
ical shift towards the personal/private, (2) displays of wit/humor, and (3)
the possibility of transgression (e. g., the interviewee putting questions
to the interviewer). With quiz shows, the “primary business of the for-
mat” is clearly the question-answer sequences comprising the quiz. But
this format does not offer much scope for humiliating participants. Chat
reflecting on the proceedings has much more to offer, not least of all
because it can involve a shift towards personal/private matters. In The
Weakest Link, chat occurs after a round of questions and answers, and
has the following structure:
1. The host evaluates the round in general and initiates the discovery of
the “weakest link” (i. e., the person who got most answers wrong).
2. Contestants nominate who they think is the “weakest link”.
3. The host interacts with each contestant in turn, ostensibly in order to
reveal their performance in the quiz.
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4. The contestant with the most nominations leaves (a voice-over reveals
to the TV audience whether they had in fact got the most questions
wrong).
It is in the chat in The Weakest Link that impoliteness occurs. Table 3
compares the chat in three quiz shows screened in the UK.
Table 3. The nature of “chat” in three quiz shows.
Chat quantity Chat position Host’s chat
orientation
University (Very occasional (After a blatantly (Non-supportive)
Challenge remark) wrong answer)
Who Wants A major part of Before the answer is Supportive
to be a Mil- the discourse given (and very brief
lionaire chats after)
The Weakest A major part of After a round of ques- Non-supportive
Link the discourse tions and answers
University Challenge is very much a standard quiz show. Note that
chat hardly occurs (hence all cells have entries in brackets). Very occa-
sionally the host, Jeremy Paxman, makes a brief wry remark after an
obviously wrong answer, but the suggestion often seems to be that this
was a foolish slip, not that the answerer is a complete fool. Who Wants
to be a Millionaire deviates from the standard format in having chat as
a major part of the program’s discourse, mostly before the answer is
given and always supportive in nature. Similarly, The Weakest Link devi-
ates from the standard format in having a major part of the discourse
on the program as chat, but, importantly, this chat occurs after a round
of questions and answers and is non-supportive. In fact, the program is
structured to maximize the potential for face-damage. The reasons why
The Weakest Link has great potential for face-damage include:
 Answers are given in public. Face is fundamentally related to what
others think  “the positive social value in a person effectively claims
for himself [sic] by the line others assume he [sic] has taken during a
particular contact” (Goffman 1967: 5). Greater public exposure
means that more face is at stake.
 Answers are given by individuals, and thus they have complete re-
sponsibility for them. Contrast this with University Challenge, where
some answers are given by the team.
 The easier the question is thought to be, the more foolish the
contestant may feel if the answer is wrong. The questions on The
Weakest Link are considerably easier than those on University Chal-
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lenge. The fact that contestants still get them wrong probably has
more to do with the high-pressure situation.
 There is no pre-answer sympathizing chat to reduce the impact of an
incorrect answer. On Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, Chris Tarrant’s
frequent supportive comment is “the questions are only easy if you
know the answer”.
 The chat allows reflection on the inadequacy of the answers, and thus
the answerer. On University Challenge chat is minimal, and on Who
Wants to Be a Millionaire chat occurs before the answer is given.
 The chat allows a shift towards personal aspects, and thus aspects
which may be more face-sensitive.
6. The Weakest Link
6.1 Anne Robinson
Central to the success of The Weakest Link has been the host, Anne
Robinson. Anne Robinson was born and brought up in Liverpool, where
her mother worked on the local market stall. She came to be more gen-
erally known to the British public through her caustic articles for various
tabloid newspapers. She has developed this caustic style for the purposes
of the persona she presents on The Weakest Link, as these quotations
from the BBC website make clear:
A cross between Cruella de Vil, a dominatrix and a bossy school
ma’am ... all names given to the flame-haired presenter of the Weakest
Link. It has also earned her the title of the Rudest Woman on Televi-
sion.
The program has attracted up to fifteen million viewers, and Anne’s
contemptuous and dismissive phrase “You are the Weakest Link, good-
bye”, has become something of a national catchphrase.
Anne Robinson’s acid delivery and her verbal put-downs have given
her a reputation as the rudest person on television. “You’re a coward,
aren’t you?”; “We’re not fainting with admiration here”; “pathetic”; “ap-
palling”; “shameful”; “stupid.”  just some of Anne’s choicer phrases!
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weakestlink.shtml
Anne Robinson is synonymous with the show. When the show was ex-
ported to the U.S.A., the BBC website reported “Anne Robinson has
taken her unique brand of British rudeness to the USA”. Whether it
really is a “unique brand of British rudeness”, is something that could
be researched. The show has been franchised to the following countries:
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The Netherlands, Denmark, Turkey, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland,
Germany, Belgium, Italy, Romania and Hungary. In each case, the for-
mat and visual appearance of the show is identical. Moreover, the hosts
in all these shows adopt Anne Robinson’s interactive style, and “power
dress” in a similar way. Interestingly, in three countries, Ireland, Italy
and Romania, the host is male, suggesting that the host’s gender is not
a necessary feature for the show’s success. This is not to deny that the
persona Anne Robinson has constructed partly trades on negative ste-
reotypes for women. Note that the first quotation above refers to “a
bossy school ma’am”, a stereotype for a woman exerting power in a
class-like setting (class-like features include: examination-type questions
and answers, the distribution of speaking rights and the setting, with
contestants in a line behind desk-like lecterns).
References to Anne Robinson in this paper are references to the per-
sona constructed by Anne Robinson; they do not refer to the “real”
Anne Robinson, unless otherwise stated.
6.2 The one-liners
As will have been clear from the previous section, Anne Robinson is
famous for her verbal put-downs. Her put-downs work by “devaluing”
the personal qualities or abilities of the target  they attack Quality
Face. The most well-known of these usually occur as one-liners, deliv-
ered after a round of questions, before the attempts to identify the
contestant who is the weakest (i. e., got the most answers wrong). As
they are given in this structural position, there clearly is opportunity for
Anne Robinson to prepare them in advance. Below I focus on the one-
liners given in The Weakest Link sticker collection, grouped according
to their main linguistic feature.
Who-questions and yes-no questions
Who should sling their hook? Who isn’t performing? Who is a waste
of rations? Who should go and lock themselves in a darkened room?
Who’s tripped up just once too often? Who is several sandwiches short
of a picnic? Who’s not coming up with the goods? Whose time is up?
Whose lights will be turned out? Whose train fare could have been
better spent? Did you go to school? Lost the plot? Running on empty?
All these who-questions and yes-no questions achieve their impoliteness
by implication. They are rhetorical questions implicating impolite beliefs
that there is somebody who should sling their hook, who isn’t perform-
ing, or who didn’t go to school, is lost, etc. Note also that several are
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metaphorical: people don’t have hooks or lights, and are not rations,
picnics or cars. Rhetorical questions and metaphors both flout the
maxim of quality. These are off-record strategies expressing impolite be-
liefs  they are off-record impoliteness.
(Pseudo) aphorisms
He who stumbles should not survive; He who hesitates deserves a
hard time
Both of these instances are intertextual: the first is from Apostles, the
second is modeled on the age-old adage “he who hesitates is lost”. Be-
cause they are not straightforward expressions, they flout the maxim of
manner. Again, we have off-record impoliteness.
Sound patterns
Despatch the deadwood; Sack the culprit; Give the heave-ho to the
hopeless; Root out the rubbish; Dazed and confused; Waste of space
All these instances contain obvious sound pattering. They flout the
maxim of manner, implicating particular impolite beliefs. Again, we have
off-record impoliteness.
One important aspect of all of the above examples is that they have a
degree of creativity. But also note that they are nearly all based-on or
incorporate a formula of some kind. The first group, with the exception
of “Did you go to school?” and possibly “Whose lights will be turned
out?”, incorporate the following formulaic expressions8:
sling [possessive determiner] hook; waste of rations; lock [reflexive
pronoun] in a darkened room; once too often; several [plural noun
phrase] short of a [noun phrase]; coming up with the goods; time is
up; could have been better spent; lost the plot; running on empty
Furthermore, the second group, the (pseudo) aphorisms, is clearly based
on a formulaic expression drawn from the original text, and the third
group, the sound patterns, is mostly based on a semi-fixed grammatical
frame: “[verb, usually imperative] the [noun]” (perhaps a frame evolved
from “give the heave-ho”). However, note also that the use of some of
these formulae is somewhat creative. For example, “he who hesitates
deserves a hard time” adopts a creatively original predicate “deserves a
hard time” instead of “is lost”; “give the heave-ho” becomes part of a
creative alliterative pattern with the addition of “to the hopeless”. These
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characteristics, the use of formulae and the creative or “clever” use of
language, raise a serious issue, for these are amongst the characteristics
of ritualized banter (Labov 1972). According to the definition of impo-
liteness outlined in section 1, this is mock impoliteness not genuine impo-
liteness. I will return to this issue in section 69.
6.3 Prosodic aspects of some catchphrases
In this section and the next, I will pay particular attention to prosody,
especially intonation. This section continues the theme of the previous
in that it focuses on language that is formulaic in some sense.
Catchphrases are expressions produced with particular regularity by a
personality, usually television personality, as in the case of Anne Robin-
son. The catchphrase “you are the weakest link goodbye” is in fact cited
on the BBC website as being one of Anne Robinson’s particular “con-
temptuous and dismissive” phrases (see section 5.1 above). “You are the
weakest link” does, in bald on-record terms, express a negative belief,
but it is not at all obvious that this alone qualifies it as being “con-
temptuous and dismissive”. For this, we must look to the prosody10.
Figure 1 displays the results of an instrumental analysis of this phrase,
which can be heard at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/weakestlink/clips/classic/
index.shtml11.
Figure 1. Instrumental analysis of ‘you are the weakest link goodbye’.
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The figure consists of three tiers. The first at the top is a spectogram,
representing fluctuations in air pressure. It provides indications of rela-
tive loudness (intensity) and duration. The second is a fundamental fre-
quency graph, representing changes in pitch (fundamental frequency ex-
pressed in Hertz) over time. It provides an indication of the intonation
contour of the utterance. The third contains the words that were spoken.
Note that there is no direct relationship between these figures and mean-
ing. The acoustic features represented in these figures are cues that may
trigger the perception of phonological features, and then those features
may in turn be used in an inference process to generate particular mean-
ings.
As Figure 1 makes clear, the catchphrase is made up of two distinct
tone units, “you are the weakest link” and “goodbye”. Regarding the
first, heavy stress falls on “are”. This can be seen from the pitch promi-
nence, and the loudness and duration. Notice also that there is a brief
pause immediately before “are”, giving the stress even greater perceptual
prominence. In terms of Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) relevance theory,
such heavy stress makes a claim on our attention, and thus guarantees
some informational reward. That information might be an interpretation
such as: “the suspicion was that you were the weakest link; I am now
confirming that you really are the weakest link”. This implication ex-
acerbates the attack on Quality Face. Turning to the second distinct tone
group, “goodbye”, this utterance fits the vocal characteristics of “anger/
frustration”, such as slightly faster tempo, tense articulation, and  as
is transparent from the figure  much higher pitch average (cf. Murray
and Arnott 1993: 11031104, and refs therein). Furthermore, note the
intonation contour is that of a fall with a very high starting point  a
pattern that is likely to suggest finality to the hearer (cf. Wichmann 2000:
6971). This rapid dismissal of the contestant primarily attacks Equity
Rights (e. g., the belief that we are untitled to “fair dismissal”), but also
has important secondary implications for Quality Face, as it implies their
lack of value. There is an argument here that this is an instance of sar-
casm, since “goodbye”, an ostensibly minimally polite farewell, is said
with prosody suggestive of impoliteness. As this analysis shows, it is the
prosody of “you are the weakest link goodbye” that gives the impression
of being “contemptuous and dismissive”.
The second catchphrase I will consider is “you leave with nothing”,
which can be heard at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/weakestlink/clips/classic/
index.shtml. Figure 2 displays the results of instrument of analysis.
An important feature of this catchphrase is that it forms two distinct
tone units, “you leave with” and “nothing”. Unlike the tone units “you
are the weakest link” and “goodbye”, the break here occurs between the
preposition “with” and its complement “nothing”: it is a salient disrup-
tion. To understand this break, one needs to remember what happens in
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Figure 2. Instrumental analysis of ‘you leave with nothing’.
standard game shows. When a contestant must leave, they leave with a
prize, even if it is only a consolation prize, and the host announces the
prize as a surprise: hence, rising intonation on “you leave with” and
then a dramatic pause before the prize is revealed. Anne Robinson’s
impoliteness here feeds off this strategy: instead of the expected prize,
the contestant gets “nothing”. Also, note that the second tone unit does
not contain the kind of prosody one might expect of jubilation. “Noth-
ing” steps down the pitch range, relative to the preceding discourse, and
contains a falling tone, thereby adding an air of deflation and a sense of
finality (cf. Wichmann 2000: 6971). The explicit withholding or frustra-
tion of reward can be seen as Equity rights impoliteness, as it works by
reminding the contestant that a “benefit” has been withheld (it also has
secondary implications for Quality Face, as withholding the benefit im-
plies that the contestant was not good enough to merit it).
6.4 Weakest Link: An extract from a standard episode
I will now analyze an extract from a standard (i. e., not a celebrity spe-
cial) episode of The Weakest Link screened on BBC 2 (March 6, 2003).
I supply a broad orthographic transcription below, the emboldened parts
being the ones to which my phonetic and prosodic analyses will pay
particular attention (AR  Anne Robinson):
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1 AR: so Danny what do you do
2 Danny: I’m a sales consultant Anne but I’m also a part-time foot-
ball referee
3 AR: are you, a sales consultant.
4 Danny: I am indeed
5 AR: is that different from a salesman
6 Danny: it’s a posh word Anne
7 AR: well you don’t come from a posh place do you
8 Danny: a little bit harsh Anne, I live in Solihull now so I’ve
moved up.
9 AR: what was wrong with Liverpool
10 Danny: eer
11 AR: eeh
12 Danny: [laughter] it’s quite a rough place so I wanted to better
myself so I moved to the Midlands to er give the Brum-
mies a bit of humour ..
13 AR: why Chris
14 Danny: she was unlucky to get a question on football and I’ve er
postponed a few matches myself so that question stuck
in my mind
15 AR: Shaun, you’re a traffic management operative
16 Shaun: that’s correct
17 AR: okay, what do you actually do
18 Shaun: er put traffic cones in in the road
19 AR: you don’t
20 Shaun: I do
21 AR: well what an interesting person you turned out to be, why
Chris
22 Shaun: she got two questions wrong . She seemed a bit nervous
on one of them it’s just unlucky she got the two wrong
23 AR: so you’re a fitness instructor [Jay
24 Jay: [I am Anne
25 AR: who trained you
26 Jay: the Australian army trained me
27 AR: oh. is that why you go up in all your sentences
28 Jay: yes
6.4.1 Mimicry
Mimicry is used with great regularity by Anne Robinson, not just in this
extract but in the program generally. Let us consider the following ex-
ample:
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Figure 3. Instrumental analysis of ‘er’ on the left and ‘eeh’ on the right.
10 Danny: er
11 AR: eh
12 Danny: [laughter] it’s quite a rough place Anne so I wanted to
better myself so I moved to the Midlands to er give the
Brummies a bit of humour
Danny’s pause-filler “er” is articulated further to the front of the mouth
than would be the case in RP (Anne Robinson’s accent, broadly speak-
ing), which would be closer to [e]. This is a characteristic of his Liverpool
accent. The position of Danny’s “er” relative to other vowel sounds is
represented by star in the left-hand chart of Figure 312. Anne Robinson
provides an echo of Danny which is even more to the front than would
be normal for a Liverpool accent. This is shown in right-hand chart of
Figure 3.
Mimicry, here, consists of a caricatured re-presentation. As Goffman
(1974: 539) points out, mimicry involves quoting someone, and a quota-
tion will involve features of the original accent and gestural behavior as
well. But if one quotes “too much” (e. g., all the original speaker’s pro-
sodic features) the quoter becomes “suspect”. This is the kind of mimicry
that interests me. But what exactly counts as “too much”? To recognize
a “quotation” as such and to infer the speaker’s meaning, requires infer-
ential work. One can conceive impolite mimicry as a special case of
Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) echoic irony, where the “echo” is of some-
body’s behavior (typically, a characteristic behavior), rather than their
verbal utterance or thoughts. According to Sperber and Wilson (1986:
240), the recovery of the relevant implicatures depends:
first, on a recognition of the utterance as an echo; second, on an
identification of the source of the opinion echoed; and third, on a
recognition that the speaker’s attitude to the opinion echoed is one of
rejection or disapproval.
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Mimicry requires broadening of the term “utterance” by replacing it
with “behavior”, the replacement of the abstract term “opinion” with
“behavior”, and an extra element (the third item):
first, on a recognition of the behaviour as an echo; second, on an
identification of the source of the behaviour echoed; third, the re-
cognition that the source behaviour is a characteristic of the speaker
who gave rise to it, and fourthly, on a recognition that the speaker’s
attitude to the behaviour echoed is one of rejection or disapproval.
So, the hearer must recognize Anne Robinson’s “eh” as an echo, Danny’s
“er” as the source of the echo, Danny’s particular articulation of “er” as
one of his characteristics (i. e., of his Liverpool accent), and then must
work out Anne Robinson’s attitude. Regarding the final point, Sperber
and Wilson (1986: 241) state: “[g]enuine irony is echoic, and is primarily
designed to ridicule the opinion echoed”. Whilst I am not convinced that
their sweeping statement applies to all types of irony, it does fit mimicry.
Sperber and Wilson (1986) do not offer guidance on how we might work
out a speaker’s attitude. Anne Robinson clearly ridicules Danny’s accent.
There are two reasons why I say “clearly” here: (1) Anne Robinson’s
negative attitude towards the contestants is a well-known part of this
activity type, and (2) mimicry does not involve any kind of echo but a
distortion  a caricature.
Work by Couper-Kuhlen (1996) on prosodic register (the overall pitch
of an utterance) matching suggests that mimicry generally occurs when a
speaker attempts an absolute (near perfect) match with another speaker’s
prosody, rather than a relative match (i. e., if another speaker’s speech
is X above their norm, then the mimicker’s speech will also be X above
their own norm). Some cases of absolute matching involve distortion, as
when a speaker with a naturally low base tries to mimic a speaker with
a much higher base, and so adopts a falsetto voice (Couper-Kuhlen 1996:
389). In my data, the cases of Danny and Shaun (to be discussed below)
involve neither relative matching nor absolute matching, but the exag-
geration of a pre-existing mismatch  the mismatch between Anne Rob-
inson’s accent and the accent of the contestants. In terms of my impolite-
ness model, mimicry best fits Equity Rights impoliteness, since it casts
judgment downwards from a position of power. But, as with many other
politeness and impoliteness strategies, there are other social implications.
Importantly, mimicry also attacks Social Identity Face, since it implies
that an identity characteristic of the speaker, such as regional accent, is
odd or unpleasant. Note that Danny’s laughter seems to be a counter
strategy  an attempt to “laugh off” the attack. But note also that the
laughter is some evidence of the fact that Danny might have perceived
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Figure 4. An instrumental analysis of ‘the Australian army trained me’.
Anne Robinson as being impolite in the first place. How genuine that
impoliteness is, of course, an issue, not least of all because, paradoxi-
cally, Anne Robinson herself originally comes from Liverpool.
I will look at one more example of mimicry, and again one that in-
volves accent:
26 Jay: the Australian army trained me
27 AR: oh. is that why you go up in all your sentences
28 Jay: yes
Jay is Australian. As is clear from the orthographic transcription, Anne
Robinson draws attention to a feature of Jay’s pronunciation. The high
rising tone (or Australian question intonation) is a well-known feature
of Australian English (e. g., Guy and Vonwiller 1989), not just in aca-
demic circles but also more generally through its discussion in the media.
It refers to the use of rising contours, which one might expect to corre-
late with questions, for statements. Although Anne Robinson’s words
draw attention to a characteristic of Jay’s speech, there are no obvious
implications of unpleasantness, because the mimicry is conveyed by the
prosody. Let us first look at Jay’s immediately preceding discourse, as
represented in Figure 4.
Rising intonation is not transparent here. There is a slight rise on
“army” and more clearly on “me”. But the fact that there are not clear
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Figure 5. An instrumental analysis of ‘is that why you go up in all your sentences’
and ‘yes’.
rises is not important for Anne Robinson, since there are other features
that are characteristic of the Australian accent. For example, Australian
English speakers tend to have a narrower range of pitch, and this is quite
noticeable in the Figure. Also, various segmental features are marked.
For example, the first vowel in “army” is closer to the [a:] of broad
Australian English than the [a:] of RP (and of Anne Robinson). In sum,
Jay sounds Australian, and this affords Anne Robinson the grounds for
strongly implying that he has the stereotypical Australian feature of the
high rising tone. Anne Robinson’s echo is represented in Figure 5.
Anne Robinson produces an echoic acoustic caricature of a purported
feature of Jay’s prosody. She attacks his Social Identity Face. Interest-
ingly, Anne Robinson utters a yes/no question, which would normally
carry a rising tone (e. g., Quirk et al. 1985: 807). In order to carry-off
the mimicry of the high rise, she produces two exaggerated rises: one on
“up” and one at the end of her utterance on “sentences”. The fact that
Jay’s original prosody bears only the faintest relation to her caricature
is not an issue: mimicry can work by attributing a behavior to the target,
regardless of how apparent or real that behavior is.
With the above discussions in mind, I can state that impolite mimicry
involves the following elements:
The echo. The production and recognition of a behavior as not only
an echo, but also a distortion of the echoed behavior.
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The echoed behavior. An identification (or attribution to the target) of
the behavior which was echoed (typically, an identity characteristic of
the person who gave rise to it).
The echoer. A recognition that the attitude of the person who pro-
duced the echo is one of ridicule towards the person identified as (or
attributed with being) the source of the echoed behavior.
Finally, note that Jay’s response, “yes”, apparently accepts the face-dam-
age. However, as shown in Figure 4, it is much lower in pitch. As Wich-
mann (2000: 139 ff.) points out, speakers can do conflicting things by
simultaneously signaling “disaffiliation” through a marked shift in pitch
and loudness, whilst uttering cooperative words. This is an impoliteness
counter-strategy that hovers between accepting and blocking the face-
attack. It has the advantage that it is difficult to counter, since disaffilia-
tion could be denied.
6.4.2 Sarcasm
The theoretical background for sarcasm has already been elaborated in
section 3. Anne Robinson uses sarcasm during her interaction with
Danny (turn [3] in the transcription). I will not discuss that instance,
because the points to be made are similar to those I will be making in
relation to Anne Robinson’s interaction with Shaun below:
18 Shaun: er put traffic cones in in the road
19 AR: you don’t
20 Shaun: I do
21 AR: well what an interesting person you turned out to be
In this context, even without hearing the prosody, it is clear that “you
don’t” is a negative declarative question seeking verification. And, in-
deed, Shaun provides that verification when he says “I do”. Actions to
seek verification suggest that there is some doubt in the mind of the
speaker, as would have been the case had Shaun claimed he worked for
MI5 or NASA. But Shaun’s job, by any account, is somewhat mundane.
Clearly then, Anne Robinson flouts the maximum of quality and impli-
cates that Shaun’s job is extremely mundane. There is, however, even
more going on here. Consider Figure 6, showing an analysis of the
prosody of “you don’t”.
Given that it is a declarative question, one might expect a rising ques-
tion intonation (e. g., Quirk et al. 1985: 814). This is not what we seem
to get. In fact, Anne Robinson’s prosody better fits descriptions of the
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Figure 6. An instrumental analysis of ‘you don’t’.
prosodic characteristics of sarcasm. For example, Fo´nagy and Magdics
(1963: 297, cited in Murray and Arnott 1993: 1105) suggested that the
most important feature of sarcasm is the “portamento” of the stressed
syllables gliding to a low level in a “wide arc”, and also noted “a length-
ening of stressed syllables, ‘restrained’ tempo, ‘tense’ articulation leading
to ‘grumbling, purring’”. As a measure of this “lengthening”, consider
the duration of Anne Robinson’s utterance. The value for “you” is 0.279
seconds and for “don’t” it is 0.729 seconds, making a combined total of
1.008 seconds. By way of comparison, Shaun’s following utterance “I
do” has a value of 0.343 seconds  roughly a third the length of Anne
Robinson’s “you don’t”.
There is a problem, however, with the description of the prosodic
characteristics of sarcasm. Note that there is some similarity with the
characteristics of surprise/astonishment: “the beginning of the phrase
bears a strong stress, the following syllables run down weakly”, the
“tempo is restrained”, and the “voice is breathy” (Fo´nagy and Magdics
1963: 297, cited in Murray and Arnott 1993: 1105). In the literature on
emotion and prosody, sarcasm is a secondary emotion, it feeds off other
emotions such as surprise, and so it is easy to understand why they have
characteristics in common. What makes sarcasm sarcasm is a contextual
judgment that it is so. Anne Robinson’s prosody signals polite surprise,
as does the fact that she seeks verification with a negative declarative
question, but this conflicts with the mundane job Shaun actually does.
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The most relevant interpretation in this context is that Anne Robinson’s
surprise flouts the maxim of quality, implicating that Shaun’s job is ex-
tremely mundane. In so doing, she attacks his Social Identity Face.
Consider Anne Robinson’s response to Shaun’s confirmation “I
do”  “well what an interesting person you turned out to be”  in
Figure 7.
Figure 7. An instrumental analysis of ‘well what an interesting person you turned out
to be’.
The intonation contour resembles a staircase going down. This down-
wards pattern seems to signal boredom. In the previous utterance we had
the prosody of surprise conflicting with propositions which suggested
something mundane. In contrast, here we have the prosody of boredom
conflicting with a proposition stating that something is interesting. So,
the polite verbal assertion turns out to be sarcastic, whereas in the previ-
ous case the polite prosody turned out to be sarcastic. Interestingly, some
researchers (e. g., Arndt and Janney 1987) assume that it is the verbal
content that is untrue in sarcasm not the prosody, which is viewed as
some kind of contextual cue as to the real state of affairs. My discussion
here demonstrates that it can be otherwise.
Finally, it is not clear how Shaun takes Anne Robinson’s sarcasm. In
my view, he looks terrified. It may well be the case that the sarcasm just
does not register. Perhaps evidence of this is in his eager confirmation
of his job, “I do”. A danger with indirect strategies is that the message
might not get through.
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7. But is there really “impoliteness” in The Weakest Link?
Is offense really communicated and taken by participants in the context
of The Weakest Link? This question is crucial, since I have already made
clear that impoliteness is not inherent in particular linguistic strategies,
and so my outline of “impoliteness” strategies in The Weakest Link
above does not automatically mean that those strategies are to be judged
impolite. Impoliteness is inferred from language in context.
As a preliminary to addressing this question, it is instructive to con-
sider Watts’ (2003) distinction between “politic behaviour” and “polite-
ness”. In doing so, we will see that Watts alludes to three different types
of “impoliteness”. Politic behavior is “perceived to be appropriate to
the social constraints of the ongoing interaction”, whereas politeness is
“perceived to go beyond what is expectable, i. e., salient behaviour”
(Watts 2003: 19). Some researchers see politeness as a matter of doing
what is appropriate, but Watts is clearly right in allowing for the fact
that people frequently do more than what is appropriate. The distinction
Watts makes, in my view, is not absolute but a matter of degree. It
captures the difference between highly routinized behaviors, such as
greetings and leave-takings, and behaviors which are more elaborate,
inviting, as Watts sees it, “potential classification” as politeness. This
politeness, he argues, can be evaluated positively or negatively (e. g., it
could include “potential irony, aggressiveness, abuse, etc.”) (Watts 2003:
161). Given Watts’ concerns with people’s actual usage and understand-
ing of terms like “politeness”, it seems a little odd to talk of negatively
evaluated politeness. This, the first type of “impoliteness”, seems to be
what I would understand by my impoliteness superstrategy of “sar-
casm”. Watts goes on to say that if politic behavior is “missing”, it
“tend[s] to lead to an evaluation of a participant’s behavior as ‘impolite’,
‘brash’, ‘inconsiderate’, ‘abrupt’, ‘rude’, etc.” (Watts 2003: 169; see also
131, 182). If the politic behavior is intentionally missed out, then this,
the second type of “impoliteness”, would equate with my impoliteness
superstrategy of “withhold politeness”. For cases where the absence of
politic behavior is unintentional, I have reserved the term “rudeness”.
Watts also refers to a third kind of “impoliteness”: “sanctioned aggres-
sive facework” (Watts 2003: 260). According to Watts (2003: 131132):
certain social interaction types have interaction orders with lines [in
Goffman’s facework sense] that sanction or neutralise face-threatening
or face-damaging acts, e. g., interaction between family members or
among close friends, competitive forms of interaction such as political
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debate, rigidly hierarchised forms of interaction, e. g., in the military
services.
This type of behavior is pertinent to my discussion of The Weakest Link:
is it the case that here we have one of those social interaction types that
sanction or neutralize face-threat or damage?
In one sense Anne Robinson’s behavior is non-politic: as I have ar-
gued, exploitative quiz shows run counter to the generic “polite”
norms  the politic behavior  of standard shows. However, the issue
is whether the exploitative quiz show The Weakest Link constitutes its
own social interaction type which sanctions or neutralizes “impolite”
behaviors. As an example of an impoliteness sanctioning interaction
type, Watts gives “military services”. In fact, in my earliest published
work on impoliteness (1996), I also studied this interaction type. Regard-
ing my analyses of army training discourse, Mills (2002) argues that we
need to consider “impoliteness” as part of a “Community of Practice”
(Wenger 1998). She writes:
I would argue that within that particular CofP, this [the instances of
“impoliteness” identified in my paper] is not classified as impolite,
although it would be within almost any other community. The domi-
nant group in the interaction, the officers, has managed to achieve
a situation where the seeming excessive impoliteness (barked orders,
ritualised insults) is considered to be the norm. Thus, if we simply
analyse impoliteness in the apparently decontextualised way that Cul-
peper does, we will be unable to grasp the way that politeness is only
that which is defined by the CofP as such, and even then it is some-
thing which may be contested by some community members. Thus, I
would suggest that impoliteness only exists when it is classified as such
by certain, usually dominant, community members, and/or when it
leads to a breakdown in relations. (Mills 2002: 79)
It is not true to say that my discussion of the language was “decontextu-
alised” in the way that, for example, Sperber and Wilson (1986) discuss
decontextualized examples (part of my paper discussed the situation, the
army training philosophy, and so on). More significantly, Mills’ under-
standing of impoliteness seems to cut the target out of the equation.
Recall my definition of impoliteness, which clearly includes the hearer.
In my army training data, there is strong evidence that Private Alves
perceived the Non-Commissioned Officers as intentionally communicat-
ing face-attack. As I pointed out, she comments to a friend later in the
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documentary that the “screaming” of the sergeants and the fact that they
come “up close” can “get to a person” (Culpeper 1996: 363). Interest-
ingly, in a footnote Mills (2002: 86) reports that a conference participant
had stated that in his year’s army training “he found the level of impo-
liteness personally threatening and offensive”, but Mills adds that
“nevertheless he recognized that it was appropriate to the context and
did not in fact complain to the authorities about it”. What Watts fails
to distinguish adequately and Mills seems to mix-up is the difference
between sanctioning such behavior and neutralizing it. Much “impolite-
ness” in army training is sanctioned, as Mills suggests by dominant mem-
bers, but that does not mean to say that it is neutralized, i. e., that the
target won’t take offense at perceived face-attack13.
Where Mills has a valid criticism is that context did not adequately
figure in my theoretical thinking. Mills and others (e. g., S. Harris 2001,
Mullany 2002) employ the notion of community of practice, but I prefer,
for reasons that I do not have space to elaborate, a more centrally prag-
matic notion, that of activity types (Levinson 1992; see also Thomas
1995: 187194), not least of all because it interfaces well with my defini-
tion of impoliteness. Levinson’s (1992) work on activity types was in-
spired by Wittgenstein’s comments that understanding the meaning of
utterances involves knowing the activity within which those utterances
play a role. (Wittgenstein’s thinking partly related to the constitution of
games, which is particularly apt, given that we are dealing with a game
show here). According to Levinson, the notion of activity type:
refers to any to any culturally recognized activity, whether or not that
activity is coextensive with a period of speech or indeed whether any
talk takes place in it at all [. . .] In particular, I take the notion of an
activity type to refer to a fuzzy category whose focal members are
goal-defined, socially constituted, bounded events with constraints on
participants, setting, and so on, but above all on the kinds of allowable
contributions. Paradigm examples would be teaching, a job interview,
a jural interrogation, a football game, a task in a workshop, a dinner
party, and so on. (1992: 69)
Levinson goes on to say that:
Because of the strict constraints on contributions to any particular
activity, there are corresponding strong expectations about the func-
tions that any utterances at a certain point in the proceedings can be
fulfilling. (1992: 79)
And this has the important consequence that: “[activity types] help to
determine how what one says will be ‘taken’  that is, what kinds of
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inferences will be made from what is said” (1992: 97). The (im)politeness
value of an utterance is partly determined by the activity of which it is
a part. A good example is ritualized banter (or “sounding”, “playing the
dozens”) (see Labov 1972). In brief, this activity type takes place between
friends (or members of an “in-group”) and involves the trading of for-
mulaic insults, the suspension of the maxim of quality (typically, insults
cannot be literally true), and the demonstration of cleverness (e. g., the
use of poetic effects such as metrical rhythm and rhyme). Within this
activity type, insults are not to be taken as impolite, but act socially to
reinforce the group.
How might this work in relation to The Weakest Link? The Weakest
Link is a game show, constituted by a certain structure and certain con-
versational acts, as I have already elaborated in this paper. Moreover, it
has formulaic elements (e. g., the catchphrases and one-liners discussed
above) and verbal cleverness (e. g., the one-liners). Rather like ritualized
banter, all this might suggest that the “impoliteness” is not being taken
seriously. Moreover, the participant responsible for producing most of
the potentially “impolite” utterances is a persona Anne Robinson cre-
ated for the show  it is a fiction. This means that one cannot straight-
forwardly attribute face-attacking intentions to Anne Robinson. A simi-
lar point is made by Montgomery (1999: 144) in his discussion of the
chat show host Mrs Merton:
In order for a guest to take issue with a threat to face in the moment
by moment conduct of the discourse, would require them to treat Mrs
Merton seriously as if she were indeed a real person issuing a real
FTA. Instead the rather elaborately contrived persona of Mrs Merton
gives a mock or playful quality to the performance of the discourse.
All this means that theoretically it is difficult for a hearer to “take” what
the host says as intentionally face-attacking, since the face-attack can be
seen as a function of the game and not a personal goal. One might argue
then that the “impoliteness” is not only sanctioned by the dominant
group (e. g., the people who create, produce and host the show), but
neutralized by the nature of the activity type.
However, in practice things are less straightforward. What concerns
me is that people can and do still take offense in such situations. This is
clear in military interactions, as illustrated above. It is also clear in The
Weakest Link. After Danny’s pause-filler is mimicked, he produces a
nervous laugh and looks down; after Chris’s job is met with sarcasm, he
smiles and exhales; and, after Jay’s high-rising tone is mimicked, he pro-
duces a prosodically disaffiliating “yes” and a smile. These actions sug-
gest that they have taken Anne Robinson’s words as an attack. More-
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over, these non-verbal features suggest emotional reactions such as em-
barrassment. According to C. Harris (2001: 886), the most commonly
reported non-verbal behaviors associated with embarrassment include
“blushing, smiling, avoiding eye contact, and self touching”. I view these
emotions as symptoms of face-loss (see Goffman 1967: 8; Brown and
Levinson 1987: 61). In one North American episode when the
contestants were children, one participant was clearly tearful. There is
also occasional evidence of embarrassment, humiliation and distress in
the comments made to the camera by the contestants themselves after
they have been voted off. But if the “impoliteness” is supposedly neutral-
ized by the context of the activity type, where game-driven impoliteness
is expected, why do the participants’ actions suggest that personal of-
fense is taken? I would argue that targets of impoliteness tend not to pay
sufficient attention to the context. The tendency for people to underesti-
mate the impact of situational factors is a well-established finding in
social psychology (e. g., Ross 1977; Tversky and Kahneman 1974; Gil-
bert and Jones 1986). One reason for this is that behavior tends to be
more salient than situational factors, as Heider (1958: 54) puts it:
[...] it tends to engulf the field rather than be confined to its proper
position as a local stimulus whose interpretation requires the addi-
tional data of the surrounding field  the situation in social percep-
tion.
Impoliteness strategies tend to be “rather marginal to human behaviour
in normal circumstances” (Leech 1983: 105), and, consequently, they are
even more salient than “politeness” strategies could be. It is difficult to
see the wood for the trees: when under face-attack, it is difficult to see
it in context, and so it is still possible for it to cause offense. To neutralize
the impoliteness, the context must compete with the salience of the impo-
lite signal. This is exactly what happens with ritualized banter. The for-
mulaicity, suspension of the maxim of quality, poetic effects, and so on,
compete with the impoliteness to neutralize it (and, on occasion, fail to
do so).
As far as The Weakest Link is concerned, we are left with a situation
where there can be different perspectives on the same event: some peo-
ple  perhaps including the real Anne Robinson  may see it all as
a game and the “impoliteness” as unreal; some others  perhaps the
contestants in situ  may not pay adequate attention to the context
and view the “impoliteness” as real. Such dual perspectives are fully
accommodated within my definition of impoliteness, which explicitly al-
lows any combination of speaker and hearer perspectives.
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8. Conclusion
In my analyses of The Weakest Link I have focused on generic aspects
and strategies that are part of the staple of the program. This is not to
say that I have discussed all conceivable aspects. For example, the sine
qua non of impoliteness is that you are able to perform it, and impolite-
ness is likely to inflict more damage if defensive responses can be pre-
vented. Anne Robinson exercises strong control over the conversational
floor. Contestants who attempt to retaliate are met with utterances such
as “I ask the questions here” or “It’s my show”. In the data of this paper,
Danny appears to ignore Anne Robinson’s face-attack (he laughs it off),
Shaun seems to accept it, whilst Jay gives prosodically hedged accept-
ance. More robust or creative defenses occur in “celebrity specials”, as
sometimes the contestants are seasoned public speakers and better able
to cope with Anne Robinson’s attacks. Some remarks on counter-impo-
liteness strategies are made in Culpeper et al. (2003), but this work could
be developed.
In this paper, I have shown how a model of impoliteness is needed to
describe the discourse of The Weakest Link. I have revised and comple-
mented that model in the light of my data, proposing a new super-
strategy of “off-record impoliteness” and a definition of mimicry, and
adopted Spencer-Oatey’s (2002) face categories. In particular, my analy-
ses have shown that the communicative resources for impoliteness go
well beyond lexical and grammatical aspects. Prosodic aspects play a
central role in communicating offense in The Weakest Link. One intri-
guing issue is whether one could have understood the utterances as “im-
polite” without the prosody. In other words, is prosody just a
“contextual aid” to meaning generation and understanding? This seems
to be the prevalent view in the literature. Regarding sarcasm, Sperber
and Wilson (1981) take this view of prosody, and Gibbs (1986) provides
empirical support for it. Looking solely at my orthographic transcrip-
tions, it seems likely that some of the impoliteness would still be inter-
pretable. Just a few verbal clues may be enough in a context where impo-
liteness is expected. For example, a sarcastic interpretation of a positive
statement like “what an interesting person you turned out to be” would
be the most relevant interpretation in this context (Sperber and Wilson
1986). However, it is also highly likely that potential instances of impo-
liteness would be more ambiguous without prosody, and some would be
missed. For example, the full impact of “you don’t” may be lost, as part
of the sarcasm lies in the “polite” prosody of surprised interest; and
precisely what is going on in the instances of acoustic mimicry may be
lost.
Part of this paper addressed the issue of why impoliteness might be
entertaining, and I referred to such factors as “voyeuristic pleasure”. In
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my analyses, I showed how the “impoliteness” is done in a cleverly cre-
ative  and hence entertaining  way. I also outlined the structural
“formula” for the show, arguing for the importance of “chat” in maxi-
mizing the potential for face-damage, and showed the formulaic quality
of the one-liners and catchphrases. These aspects  “impoliteness”, ver-
bal creativity, and formulaicity  are amongst the elements that consti-
tute the activity type of the show. But they are also amongst the elements
that constitute ritualized banter, i. e., mock impoliteness. This raises the
issue of whether “impoliteness” on The Weakest Link is genuine. If we
also take on board the fact that Anne Robinson’s persona is a fiction,
then genuine impoliteness should not occur. However, I have argued
against this for this activity type and others (e. g., military training).
Importantly, evidence that the targets of the impoliteness take it as genu-
ine is present in the form of their counter-strategies and non-verbal reac-
tions. If the hearer “takes” a behavior as intentional face-attack, then
that counts as impoliteness according to my definition. I square the ap-
parent contradiction between the theoretical neutralization of impolite-
ness and the actual taking of offense with reference to research in social
psychology. Here, a well-established finding is that behaviors tend to
“engulf the field”. The high salience of impoliteness behaviors makes it
very difficult for targets to neutralize them by factoring in context.
Notes
I am very grateful to the members of the Pragmatics and Stylistics Research
Group at Lancaster University, the Linguistic Politeness Research Group and
Nottingham University, who all gave me valuable feedback on earlier versions of
this paper in its guise as a talk. Needless to say, all remaining errors and infelicities
are mine.
1. I am grateful to Derek Bousfield for originally bringing these distinctions made
by Goffman to my attention.
2. In fact, though there is not space to elaborate the argument, Sperber and Wilson’s
(1986) notion of ‘ostensive communication’ suits my purposes rather better, be-
cause it is a broader notion than Grice’s non-natural meaning, and consequently
better able to accommodate non-linguistic communication.
3. Goffman (1972) cited here is simply a different edition of Goffman (1967). The
page numbers are the same.
4. I am grateful to Anne Wichmann for drawing my attention to this issue.
5. This is part of a longer extract analyzed in Culpeper (1998).
6. My translation of:
Suave, mari magno turbantibus aequora ventis,
e terra magnum alterius spectare laborem;
non quia vexari quemquamst iucunda voluptas,
sed quibus ipse malis careas quia cernere suave est.
7. Ronald Carter’s recent landmark book Language and Creativity: The Art of Com-
mon Talk (2004) is based on the CANCODE corpus. This corpus contains almost
no confrontational interactions (Carter: pers. com.). Not surprisingly, therefore,
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Carter’s book does not attend to the kind of impolite usages of verbal creativity
I describe in this paper.
8. I searched various corpora and the web (via WebCorp at http://www.webcorp.
org.uk/) to establish the fact that these all occur with a certain regularity in the
language. However, some expressions are restricted to particular registers. ‘Waste
of rations’, for example, seems to be largely restricted to army jokes.
9. The points made here also apply to the Pop Idol example, which is characterized
by cleverness.
10. For a useful brief introduction to prosodic resources and their ‘attitudinal’ func-
tions, as well as insights into prosody and impoliteness, see Anne Wichmann’s
work in Culpeper et al. (2003: 15681575). More generally, Knowles (1987: chap-
ter 9 and 10) offers an accessible survey of prosody in conversation, and Couper-
Kuhlen and Selting (1996) is a key collection of papers on this topic.
11. I used Praat 4.2 (Boersma and Weenik 2004) for all analyses of intonation (i. e.,
all figures except 3 and 4). My thanks to Kevin Watson for introducing me to
this program.
12. Figures 3 and 4 were produced with Speech Analyzer 2.4 (2001). A vowel sound
is comprised of various formants (resonances) produced in the vocal tract. F1, on
the vertical axis of the figure, can provide an indication of vowel height, such that
the lower the F1 value the higher the vowel. F2, on the horizontal axis of the
figure, can provide an indication of tongue advancement, such that the higher the
F2 value the further to the front the vowel. The algorithms used to capture for-
mant values are complex and not always reliable. To ensure that Figures 3 and 4
represent a true picture, I also sampled individual formant values for confir-
mation.
13. In fact, in the particular data I studied it is not at all certain that the behaviors
that took place would be sanctioned as part of military discourse. Anne Wich-
mann (pers. com.) reports that, when she showed the data to an army officer,
he was adamant that it was ‘abuse’ and not at all what would be expected in
army discourse.
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